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he Senate was evenly divided when it met in special session in March

1881, and both parties bid for the two independent senators. The portly

David Davis, Independent from Illinois, seen seated at the right, announced

that he would vote with the Democrats. Democrats could retain the majority

if they also gained the vote of Senator William Mahone, an Independent who
represented a faction of the Democratic Party in Virginia. Senate Republicans
similarly wooed Mahone with patronage.
On March 18, 1881, Mahone voted with
the Republicans. Vice President Chester

Arthur cast the tie-breaking vote that
enabled Republicans to organize the Senate.

James Wales’s cartoon about the unseemly
bidding war appeared in Puck close to a month

after the fateful vote. The cartoon remained

timely, as the battle for control continued to
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late May of that year. Ominously, Republican
New York Senator Roscoe Conkling, whip in
hand, can be seen issuing orders to his faithful

lieutenant, Vice President Chester Arthur. &
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Is There to Be a Power behind the Throne?
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“This Puts Me in the Devil of a Position!”
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